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1 
Fledgling Post-War Communities in Nevil Shute’s  
A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend 
 
In two separate articles written in January 2014, American climate activist Dan Bloom called 
for “a powerful Nevil Shute-like novel and movie about global warming” that could “help 
awaken the world to the dangers of climate change” (“New”). Nevil Shute’s 1957 novel On 
the Beach “stirred the world’s consciousness about what a so-called ‘nuclear winter’ might 
look like” (“New”) and Bloom suggests that a climate-change novel with “the power of On 
the Beach … could serve as a wake up call for humankind” (“New”). As he proceeds to 
explain, “Shute’s On the Beach made the consequences of nuclear war real, and therefore, 
unthinkable” (“New”). Bloom imagines a “Nevil Shute Literary Award for Climate-Themed 
Novels” that would offer a million-dollar reward for a powerful climate-change novel (“A 
Nevil”).  
Dan Bloom’s faith in On the Beach’s well-documented ability to shape its readers’ 
imagination of nuclear fallout is understandable. As Daniel Pearson suggests, the story’s 
power to mobilize public opinion was such that Stanley Kramer’s 1959 film version became 
“part of the struggle over the meaning of ‘the bomb’ and the narrative of the Cold War in the 
United States Government … new ways of dealing with unflattering films would have to be 
developed both by the department of defence and the Eisenhower administration.” What is 
striking in Bloom’s on-line articles is his casual twenty-first century reference to Nevil Shute, 
as if this hugely successful twentieth-century novelist were still a household name. For, as 
The Independent’s Christopher Fowler said in February 2010, Nevil Shute’s “words have 
faded to a faintness only discerned by loyal fans.”  
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Nevil Shute Norway was a British aeronautical engineer, pilot and novelist who wrote 
over twenty novels between the early 1920s and his death in 1960. He published under his 
Christian names, Nevil Shute, so that “Mr Norway could then pursue his career as an 
aeronautical engineer” (Anderson, Parallel 49). Until his very late thirties, Nevil Shute 
combined writing with a successful career in aviation. He was one of the engineers involved 
in the development of the R100 airship and was on board when the R100 successfully crossed 
the Atlantic in August 1930. Sadly, the loss of forty-eight lives in the crash of the rival R101 
airship would put an end to the British airship venture later the same year. Shute took part in 
the Normandy landings as a writer reporting for the British Ministry of Information and in the 
spring of 1945 he reported on the last stages of the war as the Ministry of Information’s 
correspondent in Burma. Between September 1948 and March 1949 Shute and his flying 
companion, James Riddell, flew a small four-seat Percival Proctor from England across Asia 
to Australia and back (Le Baron).  
Shute set his stories in worlds that were intimately familiar to him and would have 
resonated with his contemporaries. The aftermath of World War I, the 1930s Depression, the 
Second World War and the Cold War feature prominently in his work. Like Shute, many of 
his mid-twentieth century readers would have lived through, and been affected by, these 
momentous historical events. They were understandably drawn to his stories about 
exceptional individuals helping others as they overcome adversity. Shute’s characters are 
often described as ordinary people doing extraordinary things. His novels have a slightly 
magical quality and unashamedly value human kindness and yet they are not overly 
sentimental. As Dan Bloom’s articles suggest, his most famous novel is his 1957 post-
apocalyptic, On the Beach, in which he imagines the reality of nuclear war, an omnipresent 
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threat to those living through the Cold War less than fifteen years after Hiroshima. However, 
nearly all of Nevil Shute’s novels were bestsellers in their time. 
In his 1999 “Letter from Albuquerque” for the Times Literary Supplement, Keith 
Jeffrey explains that in the 1950s Shute was one of the highest-selling writers in the world but 
that although most of his books remain in print today, he is only dimly remembered. 
However, Jeffrey goes on to say that Nevil Shute still has a very loyal fan base. In fact, 
Jeffery was reporting from Nevil Shute’s Centennial Celebration in New Mexico. Over 120 
Shute enthusiasts who had originally met through an Internet book club gathered to celebrate 
their favourite author’s 100th Birthday. This group of committed “Shutists” went on to create 
the Nevil Shute Norway Foundation (N.S.N.F) and website. The foundation’s purpose “is to 
further public awareness of the writings and philosophy of Nevil Shute Norway” (N.S.N.F. 
Home Page). Their website “has extensive coverage of virtually all aspects of his life and 
work and is constantly updated and refreshed” (Anderson, Parallel 277).  
There is growing evidence that Nevil Shute continues to generate interest beyond the 
realms of his loyal fan base. In 2002, Paper Tiger published The Seafarers “the first new 
Shute novel to be published since 1961”(Anderson, Parallel 277). Shute wrote this story in 
1945/46 but later abandoned it as he felt it had not conveyed what he wanted to say about the 
“effects of peace on young people who had dedicated their youth to World War II” 
(Anderson, Parallel 277). At the 2006 Conceive Design Implement Operate Conference in 
Linkoping, Sweden, Patrick Oosthuizen presented a paper that proposed “introducing a study 
of some of the literary works of the author Nevil Shute into the engineering education 
program” (345). Oosthuizen, a professor of engineering at Queen’s university in Ontario, 
suggested that adding several of Nevil Shute’s works to the curriculum would raise student 
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awareness of “the interrelation of engineering and society” (345). In 2009 Vintage reprinted 
all twenty-three of Shute’s novel, a publishing venture of which novelist and critic Philip 
Hensher said: “there was such demand from bookshops that Vintage decided to do short print 
runs so every title would be available in the ordinary way.” Parallel Motion, the first 
biography of Shute to follow Julian Smith’s 1976, Nevil Shute, was published in 2011. It is 
the product of more than ten years research by the N.S.N.F’s Vice President, John Anderson. 
Bill Levy’s Beyond the Beach: The Wit and Wisdom of Nevil Shute was published in 2012. 
After attending the 1999 Nevil Shute Centennial celebration in Albuquerque, Levy felt he 
wanted “to do something to help ‘spread the word’ about Nevil Shute” (x). In May 2013, 
Boing Boing, a culture and technology website “read by geeks the world over” (The New 
Yorker qtd in “About Us”), published reviews of Nevil Shute’s “techie novels” 
(Frauenfelder). In July 2013, Lawrence Johnston’s film Fallout premiered at the Melbourne 
International Film Festival, “the Australian documentary tells the story of Nevil Shute’s On 
the Beach” (Thomson).  
These are just a few examples of what appears to be Nevil Shute’s growing popularity 
amongst a new generation of readers. However, the academic world has not responded to this 
renewed interest in Shute’s fiction. Despite being one of Britain’s most prolific wartime 
novelists, Shute has never been the object of extensive academic research. Scholarly papers 
on Shute exist, but they are few and far between. As TIME Magazine said in its rather 
prophetic obituary of Nevil Shute “No mound of Ph.D. theses on symbols and significance is 
likely to be stacked over Shute's books. Yet later years may find them a remarkably reliable 
portrait of mid-20th century man and his concerns.”  
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Twenty-first century readers’ continued response to Shute could be an unfolding 
example of what Franco Moretti meant when he said: “Readers, not professors, make canons: 
academic decisions are mere echoes of a process that unfolds fundamentally outside the 
school: reluctant rubber-stamping, not much more” (209). For this literary scholar “rubber-
stamping” is one of the possible routes to canonization; it happens when academics belatedly 
explore a popular work and validate the longevity of its success with readers.   
According to Moretti, the market has a huge influence on canon creation. Widely read 
works are statistically more likely to be recommended to other readers. Moretti goes on to 
explain that “although canonical novels are usually quite successful right away, the key to 
canonization is not the extent of a book’s initial popularity but its steady survival from one 
generation to the next” (210). Nevil Shute’s work is in a very interesting phase. It has not 
(yet) received what Moretti calls the academic rubber stamp. However, it has gathered a 
following in a third and fourth generation of readers.  
This paper will explore two of Shute’s post-war novels: A Town Like Alice (1950) and 
Round the Bend (1951). Neither book enjoys the cult following of On the Beach and yet they 
too were bestsellers in their time. These two very different stories touch on the momentous 
global changes that took place in the early post-war years. In both novels the protagonists are 
struggling to come to terms with their experiences of the Second World War but neither story 
dwells on the trauma of war. They convey the notion that collaborative work and a kind and 
considerate approach to others will help build a bright future. These must have been 
comforting themes for readers trying to forge new lives in the wake of World War II.  
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This paper will look at how Shute recalled the complexities of his rapidly changing 
world in both A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend. In his introduction to End of Empire 
and the English Novel Since 1945 (2011), Bill Schwarz says:  
In the public culture of the 1950s and 1960s, the prevailing story of the end of the 
British empire was, notwithstanding much evidence to the contrary, one of beneficent 
far-sightedness, in which wise and able rulers in London, realizing that the empire had 
had a good innings, conferred with a new generation of leaders at Lancaster House 
and passed on to them the ancient mysteries of Westminster constitutionalism. (6)  
Though published in the very early 50s, both A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend belie the 
idea that a British administrative model would be successful in newly independent nations. 
Rather, they appear to anticipate what Edward Said would say in conversation with Daniel 
Barenboim almost fifty years later: “the basic humanistic mission today, whether in music, 
literature, or any of the arts or the humanities, has to do with the preservation of difference 
without, at the same time, sinking in to the desire to dominate” (154).  
In distinct ways, both A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend explore themes of 
sustainable economic development and human solidarity. This paper will provide a brief 
background to the strong genealogical link between these two books. It will then explore both 
novels separately in order to see how these sensitive portraits of post-war recovery and 
economic development in two very different communities made the case for valuing and 
understanding difference in a nascent post-colonial world. It will also consider whether these 
two exquisite records of life in the 1940s and very early 1950s might be candidates for 
retroactive “rubber-stamping.” 
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A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend, sibling novels 
Shute wrote both A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend immediately after his 1948/49 
journey to Australia. In his 1976 biography of Shute, Julian Smith says, “James Riddell, who 
accompanied him on the six-month flight to Australia and back … says that Shute started the 
trip with a novel in mind about commercial aviation in the East” (87). Indeed, as Smith also 
mentions, Shute’s flight log of his journey “contains thousands of notes on what kind of 
flying was done and about airports, mechanics, hotels, food, transportation, prices, people, 
places, customs, joys and annoyances – details that would make it possible for him to place a 
character almost anywhere” (87).  
Round the Bend is the “religious or mystical novel” (Smith 87) that Shute wrote about 
the pioneering era of the aviation industry in the Middle and Far East. Shute’s experience in 
the aviation industry, including the impact of the R.101 airship disaster, had made him keenly 
aware that “this was an industry in which careless mistakes could and did kill” (Smith 92). 
The novel contrasts attributes of East and West in its two protagonists. As Julian Smith 
suggests, “Tom and Connie are both dedicated men: Tom, to the materialistic religion of 
wealth and the spread of Western technology; Connie, to the spiritual values of the East” (95).  
However, Shute was not sure how his readers would receive his “long-planned 
‘Eastern’ novel” (Smith 87) and he “had in mind a more popular novel which would sell well 
to ‘pay’ for [the] more serious novel which would follow” (Anderson, Parallel 209). A Town 
Like Alice features plot lines and characters that were inspired by the stories of some of the 
people Shute and Riddell met in South East Asia and Australia. Shute’s 1948 meeting with a 
Dutch woman, Mrs J.G.A Geysel, in Sumatra inspired the novel’s heroin, Jean Paget. In 
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Shute’s unpublished “Flight Log,” he describes Mrs Geysel and her husband, “one of the 
heads of the Shell organisation” (107). He says of this couple’s war experience: 
The husband was put in a camp at once, the wife, aged 21, with their six-month-old 
baby, was herded about Sumatra with 80 other women and a large number of children. 
They were given no clothes and little food: the Indonesians supported them. The 
Japanese passed them from town to town: they stayed nowhere more than a few 
weeks. In 2 ½ years this girl walked 2000 km, 1200 miles, carrying her baby. (“Flight 
Log” 107) 
Though Shute was apparently mistaken about the amount of time Mrs Geysel spent marching 
through Sumatra, her exceptional story captured her literary guest’s imagination. A Town Like 
Alice was written in the first few months that followed the author’s return to England. “The 
manuscript for that novel reveals that he began it exactly ten days after returning to London in 
March, 1949, and that he finished it three and a half months later” (Smith 96).  
Shute started Round the Bend later the same year and spent twice as much time 
writing this “far more personal and ‘interior’ product” (Smith 96). Though Shute also used 
material gathered on his journey in Round the Bend, this was predominantly factual 
information about the cultures and geographies of the places he visited.  
 In a letter to Meanjin contributor David Martin, written just before his own untimely 
death in January 1960, Nevil Shute Norway says: “My books therefore fall into two clearly 
defined classes, those written with a purpose and which at the time of writing I did not expect 
to be financially successful, and those written as pure entertainment... ” He then goes on to 
use A Town Like Alice as an example of one of his “entertainment books” (Shute “Letter”). 
This love story was to be the “income insurance policy” (Smith 87) that would allow Shute 
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the financial peace of mind to write Round the Bend, “a novel with a purpose” (Shute 
“Letter”). As it happens, he need not have worried about Round the Bend’s commercial 
viability, both novels proved hugely successful. With the benefit of hindsight, Shute was able 
to tell Martin: “books written with a purpose tend to be financially more successful than the 
purely entertainment books, because they are invariably sincere, and sincerity is the first 
attribute for making money in the business of writing novels” (“Letter”). 
Shute believed “Everyone liked a love story because people in love were normally 
seen at their best and the love story could be combined with stories of heroism and self-
sacrifice” (Anderson, Parallel 226). This is the form he chose for the novel he intended as a 
bestseller. A Town Like Alice is “a book full of hard work and happy adventure that would 
provide escape for his rather dispirited fellow citizens in those rather drab years just following 
the war” (Smith 102).  
Round the Bend is more muted in tone. It provides a detailed portrait of the early days 
of aviation in the Middle and Far East, and of the burgeoning oil industry’s reliance on air 
transport. Both these enterprises are fundamental pillars of today’s globalized economy. 
Round the Bend advocates religious tolerance and suggests ways in which people of different 
cultural and religious backgrounds might best work together.  
In his introduction to Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said says: 
stories are at the heart of what explorers and novelists say about strange regions of the 
world … The main battle in imperialism is over land, of course; but when it came to 
who owned the land, who had a right to settle and work on it, who kept it going, who 
won it back, and who now plans its future—these issues were reflected, contested, and 
even for a time decided in narrative. (xiii)  
Sarah Chambers (9105913)	  
Professor David Pascoe & Dr Roselinde Supheert	  
MA Thesis Literatuur en Cultuurkritiek 
13473 Words 
30th July 2014	  
 
 
10 
For Said, the stories, language and imagery in many works of Western literature helped 
normalize and justify the oppression of colonized people. A Town Like Alice and Round the 
Bend were written soon after a novelist’s six-month journey of exploration. However, unlike 
many of his literary predecessors, Shute travelled the embers of the British Empire. He was 
writing after 1945, and as Donald Lammers says, “The question no longer was whether 
former colonial peoples ought to have a chance at self development, but whether there was 
any combination of precepts and policies which might maximize their hopes of success” 
(130). 
The British Indian territories had gained independence less than two years before 
Shute and Riddell flew from England. They landed in Malaya in November 1948, a few 
months after the beginning of the Malayan Emergency. This insurgency “pitted British-led 
forces against the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) and its Malayan National Liberation 
Army (MNLA)” (Hack, 383). Though British involvement in the counter-insurgency against 
the Communists did not end until July 1960, “Constitutional discussions in London from 
January to February1956 paved the way for independence on 31 August 1957” (Hack 392). 
When Shute and Riddell travelled through Malaya in 1948, and again in 1949, they witnessed 
increasing political tension. Conversations with their British hosts often revolved around 
“Chinese Communists and the extent of their menace to South East Asia” (“Flight Log” 34). 
Shute even reflected “that it may be possible for us to agree with and work with communism 
tempered by the highly individual Chinese character” (“Flight Log” 35). 
 The two products of Shute’s expedition to Australia suggested to contemporary 
readers “that the exercise of dominion by one society over another on the grounds of racial or 
cultural superiority was no longer morally sustainable” (Lammers 140). The next two 
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chapters of this paper will take a close look at these two exceptional novels’ treatment of 
human relations and economic recovery/development in the context of the emerging post-
colonial world. The second chapter will focus on the portrayal of colonial societies and the 
role of women in economic development in A Town Like Alice. It will also explore the 
parallel between emotional and economic post-war recovery in the novel. The third chapter 
will look at Round the Bend’s portrait of a new global industry and examine its reflections on 
international workforces.  
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The Fading Footprints of Empire 
 
A Town Like Alice was published just five years after the end of the Second World War. In 
Wartime and Aftermath, Bernard Bergonzi said of the post-war English novel: “The slow 
recovery from the trauma of war was accompanied by insular and formally conservative kinds 
of writing, though within those modes some excellent work was done” (207). A Town Like 
Alice embraces conservative ideas of heroism and suggests ways of moving beyond the 
trauma of war. The reader is keenly aware of the violence and deprivation of the protagonists’ 
experiences as prisoners of war, but Shute prefers to take the reader on a journey of emotional 
and economic recovery set in the twilight of the British Empire. Though he describes A Town 
Like Alice as one of his entertainment novels, “some of the enthusiasm Shute intended for 
Round the Bend may have influenced the content of Alice” (Smith 102). As it addresses 
themes of economic recovery in a crumbling empire, the novel exposes the inherent flaws of 
imperial societies and tackles very modern ideas on women’s role in sustainable development.  
The novel’s narrator, Noel Strachan, is a London solicitor and the executor of a rather 
unusual will. The conditions of the trust allow Mr Strachan a close involvement in the story 
he tells. By the time of his client’s death in 1948, only the man’s twenty-seven-year-old niece 
Jean, the story’s protagonist, survives him. She is the sole heir to the bulk of her uncle’s 
estate, a man she had met only once as a young child. When Mr Strachan and Jean first meet, 
he tells her: “Your uncle, when he made this will, had a very poor opinion of the ability of 
women to manage their own money” (Shute, A Town 17). Because of this, Jean will not have 
access to the capital of the estate until she is thirty-five. In the meantime, she will receive the 
interest and Mr Strachan will manage her affairs “until the trust expires” (Shute, A Town 17). 
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The novel does not endorse Mr Macfadden’s old-fashioned ideas about women. In fact, Mr 
Strachan contests Jean’s uncle’s views (Shute, A Town 17). However, Mr Macfadden’s belief 
that women are less fit than men to handle large sums of money at an early age (Shute, A 
Town 17) is a convenient device that connects the story’s narrator to the novel’s heroine. 
 Mr Strachan and Miss Paget meet in London in 1948 when Noel contacts her with the 
news of her unexpected inheritance. Jean did not know her uncle and was not expecting a 
legacy and this inheritance has the almost magical quality of a lottery win. One of novel’s 
contemporary reviewers, the Commonweal’s Paul Farrell, felt “the fifty-three thousand pound 
legacy so overwhelmed the plot and characters that the money became the hero” (qtd in Smith 
102). In fact, the novel’s US title was The Legacy and it is true that Jean’s sudden fortune 
plays a huge role in this “economic fairytale” (Smith 96). As Julian Smith says, “a lot of the 
excitement [in the novel] comes from the implied question of whether or not she will do 
something of value with the legacy” (102). Jean eventually tells Noel that she would like to 
use part of her fortune to dig a well in the Malay village where she spent three years during 
World War II.  
Jean was one of a group of thirty-two British women and children still on the Malay 
Peninsula when the Japanese invaded in December 1941. They were marched across the 
country in search of a Prisoner of War (PoW) camp where they could be interned for the 
duration of the war. They lose many of their group to malaria and exhaustion and witness one 
instance on extreme cruelty. The Japanese execute Joe Harman, a young Australian PoW, for 
stealing food for Jean and her group. He and Jean had developed a bond in their few brief 
conversations. Jean tells Noel: “They crucified him … They took us all down to Kuantan, and 
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nailed his hands to a tree, and beat him to death. They kept us there and made us look on 
while they did it” (Shute, A Town 97).  
Eight months after the Japanese first captured them, the seventeen survivors 
eventually settle in the village of Kuala Telang. Their Japanese guard dies of a fever in this 
peaceful coastal village and Jean’s fluent Malay and her diplomatic management of the 
situation help her convince Mat Amin, the village headman, and the local Japanese Civil 
Administrator to allow the prisoners to stay in this quiet place. These “white mems” (Shute, A 
Town 108) spend the next three years of the war tending the paddy fields of Kuala Telang.  
After the war, Jean learns that both her mother and brother have died. She returns to 
England in 1945 where the war continues to cast a dark shadow over her young life, as she 
tells Mr Strachan: “When I compare myself with some of the other girls in the office … I 
know I’m about seventy” (Shute, A Town 27).  
The first thing Jean wants to do with her legacy is: “go back to Malaya…to dig a well” 
(Shute, A Town 31). She wants to help the people of Kuala Telang: “I would like to do 
something for them, now that I’ve got this money. We lived with them for three years, and 
they did everything for us” (Shute, A Town 112). Jean eventually heads back to Malaya and 
learns from one of the well diggers that Joe Harman survived his horrific ordeal. Jean decides 
to travel to Australia in search of Joe.  
When Jean arrives in Australia, Joe is in England searching for her. Unbeknownst to 
Jean, Joe too has “struck it lucky” and “won the Casket…the State Lottery that gets money to 
build hospitals” (Shute, A Town 141). While waiting for him to return, Jean gets to know 
Joe’s hometown. Willstown is a run-down rural community that was once a thriving gold rush 
town. She wonders if she could live in such a place and reflects upon why this small town has 
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15 
none of the amenities or sense of fun that she saw in Alice Springs. Jean realizes that in 
Willstown, as in Kuala Telang, her legacy could be used to generate economic growth. Before 
eventually marrying Joe, Jean embarks on an ambitious programme of economic investment 
in this small community.  
As TIME Magazine’s critic noted in his June 1950 review of the novel, “By the time 
[Jean] has done with her husband’s district, it is in the grip of an industrial revival, soil 
conservation is breaking out all over, the cattle trade is expanding, new stores are sprouting 
like mushrooms.” For this particular critic, “Jean is a wonderful girl, but she never existed 
outside a glossy-paper fiction magazine…” In fact, several of the novel’s contemporary critics 
were less than enthusiastic about the novel. The Times Literary Supplement’s M.L.Richardson 
felt that “Mr Shute, with his high moral purpose and happy ending, is perhaps reminiscent of 
the nineteenth-century didactic novelist, or the contemporary Soviet Russian writer whose 
aim is to ‘improve’ reality rather than to merely reflect it.” However, Mr Richardson did not 
realize that Nevil Shute was very open about the didactic nature of his work. As Anderson 
says, Shute felt that “The craft of the novelist was to work by example and if he was clever 
enough the message would be absorbed in the ‘hypnosis of a good story’”(qtd in Parallel 
226). 
A Town Like Alice draws a parallel between emotional and economic recovery that is 
reminiscent of post-war European leaders’ notion that “the best way to ensure lasting peace 
was to encourage co-operation and reconstruction …” (OECD). Those behind the post-war 
European recovery effort believed in a correlation between economic stability and lasting 
peace; Jean’s recovery mirrors this idea at an individual level. Her hard work and kindness 
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successfully channel her energy away from the suffering of war and towards a bright and 
prosperous future.  
Jean describes her war experience as “remote, as if it had happened to another person” 
(Shute, A Town 32). When Mr Strachan asks her if it might not be better to leave it that way, 
she replies: “Not now, now that I’ve got this money” (Shute, A Town 32). Jean’s legacy has 
given her the means to help others and in doing so, it has provided the first step towards her 
personal recovery. As the novel recounts Jean’s experience as a PoW and her later journeys of 
economic investment in Malaya and Australia, it reveals many of the absurdities of imperial 
societies and articulates modern notions of sustainable development.  
 
Jean observes her fellow captives as they march across Malaya in search of a PoW 
camp. When they are taken into Japanese custody, Jean notices that most of the women’s 
“shoes were quite unsuitable for walking long distances” (Shute, A Town 50). Their 
fashionable pumps are better suited to Western city streets than Malayan country roads. The 
prisoners’ footwear is reminiscent of the British Raj’s footprint in Malaya, an administration 
that built its Secretariat on “one side of a square, facing the Club across the cricket ground, 
with a perfect example of an English village church to one side” (Shute, A Town 35). As Jean 
says of this area of Kuala Lumpur: “Here everybody lived a very English life with tropical 
amenities…” but as she goes on to say: “It was just too good to be true” (Shute, A Town 35). 
Jean’s time in Malaya, both before and during the war, has made her keenly aware of the 
flaws of the colonial system.  
Jean says of her inheritance: “I’ve got so much, and they so very, very little…” 
(Shute, A Town 112). This could also be said of the difference between the old imperial power 
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and its colony. In his introduction to End of Empire and the English Novel since 1945, Bill 
Schwarz says: “English parochialism and insularity have, historically, functioned as screens 
which have obscured an entire stratum of colonial realities” (5). A Town Like Alice allows 
readers to glimpse beyond these screens. Jean’s observations of Anglo-Malay relations 
address many of “the social realities which made metropolitan lives possible” (Schwarz 5).  
Jean is not blind to the historical realities of the late colonial social order. As Jean 
explains to Noel, the British in Malaya frowned upon close, possibly egalitarian, ties between 
the English and Malay people. Jean feels her status as a single woman helped her secure a 
good job at the head office of the British owned Kuala Perak Plantation Company: “It was 
deemed undesirable by the Company that their managers should marry or contract liaisons 
with native women, and the obvious way to prevent it was to encourage unmarried girls to 
come out from England” (Shute, A Town 34). Eighteen-year-old Jean is part of the expatriate 
community when she first arrives back in Malaya in 1939. However, she speaks fluent Malay 
and responds to the culture and habits of her new environment. Jean’s widowed mother had 
actively encouraged her children to continue speaking Malay on their return to England in 
1932. The Kuala Perak Plantation Company, where her late husband had worked, offered to 
hire her son when he reached the age of nineteen. “The Malay language became a matter of 
importance in giving him a good start, for very few boys of nineteen going to the East for 
their first job can speak an Oriental language”(Shute, A Town 32). Though this family is 
clearly part of the imperial machinery, the importance attached to the Malay language 
suggests that they want to interact with, and get to know, the Malay people and culture 
beyond the barrier of the colonizer’s language. 
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A Town Like Alice does not directly address the legitimacy of the colonial presence in 
Malaya. However, as Jean travels through the country, her observations reflect the absurdity 
of attempting to export one’s customs and values without truly getting to know, or 
appreciating, ones new environment and community.  
Many of Jean’s fellow prisoners are reluctant to let go of their English ways, however 
ill adapted these are to their situation. Jean sells a broach and is the first of the women to buy 
a sarong, “the lightest and coolest of all garments for the tropics” but many of her companions 
“disapproved of this descent into native dress” (Shute, A Town 63). Throughout the novel, 
Jean’s ability to engage with people within the framework of their own cultural sphere is 
portrayed as an asset to her group. One of the other women PoWs observes Jean talking to the 
headman of Klang: “Just as if you were old chums” and says: “There’s something in knowing 
how to talk to them in their own language, isn’t there?” (Shute, A Town 60). She goes on to 
ask Jean what they were talking about and Jean replies: “He talked a little about God” and the 
woman she is speaking to asks: “You mean his own God? Not the real God?” but Jean simply 
replies: “He didn’t differentiate … Just God” (Shute, A Town 60). Unlike her companion, 
Jean is capable of acknowledging difference without prejudice.  
Six months into their journey, Jean and the other PoWs are “a very different party 
from the helpless people who had started off from Panong…” (Shute, A Town 99). They have 
learnt “to use the native remedies for malaria and dysentery, to clothe themselves and wash 
and sleep in the native manner; in consequence they now [have] much more leisure than when 
they had been fighting to maintain a Western style of life in primitive conditions” (Shute, A 
Town 99-100). This group of women, once part of a staunchly British community in Malaya, 
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now appreciates many of the country’s distinct customs and habits, habits they might once 
have looked upon with disdain or suspicion. 
Jean knows she survived the war thanks to the villagers of Kuala Telang: “They were 
so very kind to us…We’d all have died before the war was ended if they hadn’t taken us in 
and let us stay with them” (Shute, A Town 112). Throughout the novel, human kindness and 
understanding play a huge role in mitigating the horrors of war and forging bonds across 
national and cultural divides. According to Christina Twomey, “Even a cursory reading of the 
novel reveals Shute’s intentions to provide a relatively ‘balanced’ portrait of the Japanese, 
particularly in contrast to some of the more hysterical representations that were prevalent in 
the late 1940s and 1950s” (88). The two Japanese soldiers assigned to guard the women are 
described as “humane and helpful; before many hours had passed each was carrying a child” 
(Shute, A Town 50). Captain Yoniata, the first commander to send the women away in search 
of a camp, shows compassion when he learns one of the group has died of exhaustion. He 
says: “Very sad woman die […] Perhaps I get a truck in Kuala Lumpur. I will ask” (Shute, A 
Town 55). Though he does not succeed in providing a truck, he slows the pace of their march: 
“Very sorry no truck. You walk slow, easy stages…”(Shute, A Town 56). When faced with 
the women’s reluctance to walk, Captain Yoniata’s response is “English womans have proud 
thoughts, always. Too good to walk like Japanese womans”(Shute, A Town 56). Through 
Captain Yoniata, Shute appears to be drawing attention to these women’s former privileged 
position as citizens of the British Raj and identifying a misplaced sense of superiority.  
Almost half of the women and children die of dysentery or malaria in the six months 
between being taken captive and settling in Kuala Telang. However, these deaths are not the 
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result of intentional cruelty but more the chaos of war and the Japanese military 
administration’s negligent attitude towards the care of this particular group of women PoWs.  
Only Captain Sugamano’s torture of Joe Harman confronts readers with war crimes’ potential 
for extreme cruelty. However, the reader is reassured that justice has been served as this 
brutal commanding officer “was executed by the Allied War Crimes Tribunal in the year 1946 
after trial for atrocities committed at Camp 302 on the Burma-Siam railway in the years 1943 
and 1944” (Shute, A Town 95). A Town Like Alice does not attempt to deal with the scale of 
“the Japanese record of [World War II] atrocities -- what victims call ‘the Asian Holocaust’” 
(Blumenthal). As Shute said in his letter to David Martin, this was one of his “entertainment” 
novels; the story portrays the healing power of gentle human relationships. It suggests that 
solidarity and kindness are powerful antidotes to the atrocity of war.  
The novel draws attention to the universal nature of the human condition. When the 
Japanese sergeant who has accompanied the women on their six-month quest for a camp falls 
ill, his prisoners care for him as best they can. After six months together, a bond has 
developed between these prisoners and their guard; it is a connection forged in the reality of 
their situation. The sergeant “had been with them for a long time and he had done what was 
possible within the limits of his duty to alleviate their lot; he had carried their children 
willingly and he had wept when children died” (Shute, A Town 102/103). As Jean nurses the 
sergeant, she finds a photograph amongst his things of what appears to be his wife and four 
children. After showing him the picture, Jean sees “that tears were oozing from his eyes and 
falling down to mingle with the sweat beads on his cheeks. Very gently she wiped them 
away” (Shute, A Town 104). Shute reminds his readers that dispersal and suffering affect 
ordinary people on all sides in times of war. Small acts of kindness, like those exchanged 
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between this guard and his prisoners, help preserve a sense of human kinship that transcends 
the alienating divisions of war. 
 When Jean heads back to Kuala Telang after the war she intends to have a well dug in 
the centre of the village. She tells Noel: 
We had to carry water in that village—that’s the women’s work—and it’s a 
fearful job…We used to go for it with gourds, two in each hand with a stick between 
them, morning and evening—a mile there and a mile back—four miles a day. Fatimah 
and the other girls didn’t think about it; it’s what the village has done always, 
generation after generation. … 
It’s something I could do for them, for the women—something that would 
make life easier for them, as they made life easier for us. A well right in the middle of 
the village, within a couple of hundred yards of every house. (Shute, A Town 113) 
Jean, who worked with the women of Kuala Telang for three years, wants to do something for 
the community that offered the PoWs shelter. She says of her idea for a well and washhouse: 
“This is the gift of a woman for women, and in this thing the men shall do what women say” 
(Shute, A Town 124). As mentioned previously, Jean’s willingness to engage with people 
within their own cultural sphere facilitates collaboration. She is returning to a Muslim and 
patriarchal village and knows she must secure the men’s approval in order to realize her 
project. Jean consults her old friend Mat Amin, the village headman. She explains the well’s 
potential labour-saving benefits for the women of Kuala Telang. She also reminds him of a 
Koranic verse she heard during the war, “if ye be kind towards women and fear to wrong 
them, God is well acquainted with what ye do” (Shute, A Town 125). Jean uses her 
understanding of Mat Amin’s culture to encourage him to endorse her project. Unlike former 
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colonial powers, she does not wish to unilaterally impose her views on the village. She is also 
very patient about “the caution with which all innovations were approached” (Shute, A Town, 
126). 
Jean’s small-scale development “Won’t cost very much…” (Shute, A Town, 113) and 
yet it will hugely reduce the burden on the village women’s day-to-day life. It is reminiscent 
of a growing twenty-first century trend to channel development resources towards women. 
For example, the Nike Foundation, in collaboration with the UN, the Novo Foundation and 
the Coalition for Adolescent Girls, launched the Girl Effect in 2008. As their website 
explains: “The girl effect is a movement. It's about leveraging the unique potential of 
adolescent girls to end poverty for themselves, their families, their communities, their 
countries and the world” (“What is”). Though Jean does not intend to invest specifically in 
teenage girls, she is aware of the fact that an investment in the village women’s welfare is an 
investment in the whole community. When convincing Mat Amin of the validity of her 
project, she says of the women: “They will have more energy to serve you faithfully and 
kindly if they have this well” (Shute, A Town, 125). The Girl Effect website’s wording might 
be more modern, but its message is very similar: “Better lives for girls mean better lives for 
everyone in their communities - their brothers, fathers, future husbands and sons” (“Why 
Girls?”).  
The Nike Foundation’s Girl Effect campaign is just one of the many contemporary 
initiatives that aims to invest specifically in women’s issues. In November 2011, Michelle 
Bachelet, Executive Director of UN Women, gave a speech at the Fourth High level Forum 
on Aid Effectiveness in Busan, South Korea. In her address, Ms Bachelet reminded her 
audience that “the World Bank's World Development Report 2012 says, gender equality is 
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smart economics. By making the right policy choices to tackle gender discrimination, 
countries can unleash women's potential and make greater social and economic progress.” 
Sixty years before the United Nations General Assembly created its UN Women agency, A 
Town Like Alice considered the benefits of economic investment that focuses on women’s 
welfare.  
 Nevil Shute’s novel does not equate gender inequality with cultural differences. Kuala 
Telang is a Muslim village and Jean does not question the fact that she needs the village 
men’s approval for a project aimed at alleviating the women’s workload. Shute’s story about 
a young woman in Malaya discretely challenges the notion of British imperialism. It gently 
exposes the irrationality behind some of the British PoWs sense of cultural superiority. As 
John McLeod suggests in his outline of Edward Said’s Orientalism, a sense of cultural 
superiority often legitimates the domination of other peoples (51). However, Jean’s approach 
to life in pre and wartime Malaya successfully contests this notion. A Town Like Alice avoids 
cultural bias as it illustrates gender relations in three different cultural realities.  
The novel subtly draws attention to women’s position in Britain, Malaya and 
Australia. Women’s autonomy and prospects are relatively limited in all three of the novel’s 
settings. Jean, like the women of Kuala Telang, is not in charge of her own fortune; her uncle 
did not believe a woman under thirty-five capable of managing her own affairs (Shute, A 
Town 17). When Mr Strachan invites Jean to dine at his London club, they may only eat 
together “in the Ladies Annexe” that Noel describes as “not a very gay place” (Shute, A Town 
19). When Joe Harman meets Noel in London, he is concerned that Jean could never live in 
his outback home close to Willstown. He tells Noel, “the outback is a crook place for a 
woman” (Shute, A Town 153).  
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In his 15th December 1948 entry in his flight log, Shute reflects on women’s situation 
in the outback of Northern Queensland. In a conversation with young cattle ringers in the 
small town of Croydon, he had learns that: 
… there are no young women at all. No girls for them. The girls here all go off to the 
cities and get jobs or get married there. This is understandable because in a place like 
Croydon there is absolutely nothing for a single girl to do. No amenities and no job. 
But the boys will go where the girls go, and the future of Northern Queensland may lie 
in the provision of jobs and amenities for women. (“Flight Log” 64) 
In his 22nd January flight log entry, Shute describes Alice Springs, a town in which “there is 
plenty of employment for girls, and the desperate shortage of unmarried women felt in other 
parts of the outback does not exist” (“Flight Log” 90). These are just some of the author’s 
“first views and experience of Australia” (Shute, “Letter”) reflected in the economic fable that 
is A Town Like Alice.  
 As Jean waits in Willstown for Joe to return from London, she reflects on many of the 
issues Nevil Shute Norway recorded in his flight log. As in Malaya, Jean focuses on the 
outback communities’ access to water and women’s welfare. Jean learns that though The Gulf 
Country has more rain than England, there are very few water conservation measures. Also, in 
fictional Willstown, as in the real Normanton that inspired it, “It’s two unmarried girls for 
fifty men” (Shute, A Town 193). A Willstown father explains to Jean, “there ain’t nothing 
here a girl can do to make a living” (Shute, A Town 203). 
When visiting Alice Springs in January 1949, Nevil Shute Norway was most 
impressed by what he described as: “this jobs for girls business. It snowballs; 20 girls 
employed want a beauty parlour (2 more girls) and a fruit stall and ice-cream bar (1 more) and 
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a dress shop (1 more) and a shop to buy a Women’s Weekly and borrow novels (1 more) 
which makes 25 and so they want another girl in the ice cream bar…” (“Flight Log” 92). 
When his fictional heroin writes to her solicitor asking him to release £5,000 pounds of her 
capital so that she may invest it in Willstown, it is because she wants to turn the masculine 
“Wills”town into a “A town like Alice” (Shute, A Town 314), a town that also offers 
prospects to its female population. Jean is aware of what the Girl Effect Organization calls the 
“positive ripple effect” (Why girls?”). She realizes that if there is a future for women in 
Willstown young ringers will no longer have to leave their stations in search of a partner. One 
young man tells Jean that he intends to head to Brisbane as: “a fellow’s got a right to have a 
girl and marry, like anybody else” (Shute, A Town 193). If both men and women can settle in 
Willstown, the community will have a chance at sustainable expansion and development.  
Julian Smith sees the material success of Jean’s investments in Willstown as “a 
metaphor for salvation” (102). In one of her letters to Noel, Jean explains that what the 
Japanese did to Joe “was all because of us” (Shute, A Town 137). She believes that if Joe had 
not stolen food for the PoWs, Captain Sugamo would not have ordered his torture. When Jean 
learns that Joe survived his horrific ordeal, “She felt as if she had suddenly come out of a dark 
tunnel that she had walked down for six years” (Shute, A Town 130). She tells Noel that she 
“must find out where he is living now, and if he’s all right; … I can’t bear the thought that he 
[Joe] might still be in hospital, perhaps, and likely to stay there for ever with his injuries” 
(Shute, A Town 137). Jean feels the need to make amends for what she believes is her part in 
Joe’s suffering. 
Jean says, “I want to do this, Noel. Apart from Joe Harman and me, they’re decent 
people in Willstown, and they’ve got so very little” (Shute, A Town 210). The late 1940s was 
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a time of investment and recovery in Europe and Jean’s plan for a cash injection in Willstown 
resembles a small-scale version of Marshall Aid, the United States’ post-war European 
Recovery Program. On 5th June 1947, General George Marshall gave a speech at Harvard 
University that introduced the huge aid package that the United States would provide to jump 
start economic recovery in Europe: 
The remedy lies in breaking the vicious circle and restoring the confidence of the 
European people in the economic future of their own countries and of Europe as a 
whole … It is logical that the United States should do whatever it is able to do to assist 
in the return of normal economic health in the world, without which there can be no 
political stability and no assured peace.  
Jean’s relatively large investment in Willstown aims to transform life in this small outback 
community. It is reminiscent of Marshall Aid’s focus on “the revival of a working economy 
in the world so as to permit the emergence of political and social conditions in which free 
institutions can exist” (Marshall). Jean believes creating economic opportunities for the 
women of Willstown will turn the town into a community where people are confident they 
can build a future.  
With the help and expertise of an ex-colleague from Pack and Levy, the leather goods 
firm she worked for in London, Jean opens a workshop that manufactures alligator-skin 
shoes. The business’s proximity to its source of raw materials greatly reduces costs and labour 
is affordable, especially as Jean starts her business with unskilled apprentices. The positive 
impact of Jean’s initial investment in Willstown goes beyond her direct investment in staff 
and equipment. The ripple effects bring secondary rounds of consumption, business 
opportunities, employment and investment in a perfect manifestation of what British 
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economist John Maynard Keynes called multiplier effects. Jean quickly opens a shop/ice-
cream parlour where the young women she employs can “spend their wages … on the sort of 
things young women want” (Shute A Town 209). The ice-cream parlour is an immediate 
success as it is the first place in town where people can gather in mixed groups; it was not 
until the 1970s that women were allowed to drink in Australian pubs. Jean’s investments in 
Willstown enable young people to stay and settle in the community. As the town prospers and 
grows, she goes on to open a public swimming pool, open-air cinema, laundry and dress shop. 
In building her “town like Alice,” Jean restores gender balance to Willstown and lays 
the foundations for a sustainable community that attracts skilled labourers of both sexes. As 
she says to Joe: “I start an ice-cream parlour and put Rose in it, and young Wakeling comes 
after her with a bulldozer, so you get your dams built” (Shute, A Town 314). These dams 
enable water conservation so, as in Kuala Telang, Jean’s investment in Willstown improves 
the community’s access to water.  
 Here, it is important to pause and reflect upon Shute’s portrayal of another group of 
Willstown residents. It is striking that a novel so sensitive to a lack of gender equality in this 
community appears blind to the plight of the native Australians. For as Christina Twomey 
says, “Although the controversy over racial representation in A Town Like Alice has centred 
on the Japanese, it is in the depiction of Aboriginal people wherein rests the racism of this 
novel.” Shute went to so much trouble to fight racial prejudice in his portrayal of the Malay 
and Japanese and yet he does not question the position of the Aboriginal people in Willstown. 
Jean, who worked hard for racial and cultural harmony in Malaya, casually accepts 
segregation in her new community, going as far as to open a “coloured annexe” (Shute, A 
Town Like Alice 267) to her ice-cream parlour. 
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There are some painful racist descriptions of Aborigines in the novel. One maid is 
described as a “fat, middle-aged lubra, a black golliwog of a woman” (Shute, A Town Like 
Alice 259). These disparaging portraits are at odds with the novel’s concerted attempts to 
build bridges across cultural and racial divides. Maybe Shute wrote so soon after his first visit 
to Australia that he had not yet had time to absorb and reflect on all he saw. Joe describes an 
Aborigine painter as the only artist capable of capturing the beauty of the outback: 
“Somebody gave him a brush and some paints one time, and he started in and got it better 
than any of them, oh my word, he did.” Joe goes on to say that he believes this was because 
“he’s an Abo, and he’s painting his own place. I suppose that makes a difference” (Shute, A 
Town 91). Despite this sense that the Aborigines know their land better than more recent 
settlers, daily discrimination is not questioned in the novel. There is no mention of the fact 
that, at the time the novel was written, most Aborigines were denied Australian citizenship. It 
was not until the 1960s that “indigenous people finally secured full formal equal rights within 
the encapsulating settler society” (Peterson &Sanders, 1). This aspect of A Town Like Alice is 
a sad reflection of the institutionalized racism that Aboriginal people continued to face in 
post-war Australia. The novel does not set out to incite racism, but it is a clear illustration of 
the casual discrimination faced by Aboriginal Australians in the late 1940s.  
Sadly, Jean’s almost magical Willstown recovery project casually neglects the 
Aboriginal community. However, helping others remains Jean’s way of coping with her 
haunting experiences of war. The novel’s message of hope promotes active involvement in 
reconstruction, suggesting individual contributions to collective recovery will help survivors 
prosper as they move forward, away from a traumatic past.  
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A Town Like Alice makes a strong case for investment in women’s welfare and 
economic opportunities; something sustainable development campaigners are still fighting for 
today. It also gently prompts readers to question the validity of an imperial nation’s 
involvement in other countries. When Jean leaves Kuantan after her post-war visit to Malaya, 
she notices people playing tennis close to the tree where Joe was tortured. She recounts this 
tranquil scene in a letter to Noel, “there was a white young man playing a brown girl. The tree 
still stood overlooking the courts and underneath it a couple of Malay women sat exactly 
where the feet of the tortured man had hung, on ground that had been soaked in blood, and 
gossiped while their children played around. It all looked very peaceful in the evening light” 
(Shute, A Town 136). The story’s pre-war accounts of prejudice that discouraged white men 
from fraternizing with Malay girls has been replaced by the harmonious picture of a mixed-
race tennis game. The peaceful portrait of Malay women, not English women, enjoying 
leisure time with their children is juxtaposed with the previous violent incident that occurred 
between men from two different colonial armies. Shute’s novel anticipates what many 
sustainable development experts fighting global poverty advocate today: “Women and girls 
aren’t the problem; they’re the solution” (Kristof &WuDunn). 
A Town Like Alice explores a post-war world that embraces emancipation from empire 
and women’s contribution to the workforce. It is not one of the books Shute was referring to 
when he said, “On three separate occasions … I have found myself with a large public for my 
books and … I have decided to cash in on my popularity and slam down upon my public a 
book with real social value” (Shute, “Replying to Critics”). However, Shute’s optimistic 
portrait of a fledgling new world may have helped those readers struggling to come to terms 
with momentous global changes to appreciate the burgeoning post-colonial future.  
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Round the Bend or the Road not Taken 
 
Round the Bend is the novel Shute “had in mind about commercial aviation in the East” 
(Smith 87). Where A Town Like Alice focused very much on the parallels between economic 
and emotional recovery, Round the Bend explores new frontiers and the growth of a global 
industry. The novel provides a detailed portrait of the early days of aviation in the Middle and 
Far East and of the burgeoning oil industry’s reliance on air transport. Shute was better placed 
than most to envision the impacts and requirements of aviation and in Round the Bend he 
suggests a possible route to sustainable success for this rapidly expanding industry.  
In his 1959 Rede Lecture entitled Two Cultures “[C.P.]Snow explained that one of the 
most striking features of scientists was their impatience with notions of nation and race. 
Engaged as they were in international enterprise, scientists’ horizons transcended those of 
others engaged in more parochial pursuits” (Ortolano 231). Round the Bend’s author and two 
protagonists appear to incarnate Snow’s idea of prejudice-free scientific minds. This 
engineer’s novel foresees the enormous changes international air transport will bring the 
world and it expresses confidence that engineers all over the planet will be competent players 
in this global business. Shute’s story appears to anticipate what Snow would say ten years 
later: “It is technically possible to carry out the scientific revolution in India, Africa, South-
east Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, within fifty years” (The Two Cultures 23). Round 
the Bend is set in the Middle East and Asia, where it explores insightful notions of effective 
collaboration and understanding amongst cross-cultural workforces. It imagines ways in 
which people might best work together in a globalized economy. 
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The story is told in flashback by its protagonist and narrator, Tom Cutter. As a young 
man Tom falls in love with aviation. A few years after leaving school, he gets a job as an 
apprentice engineer with National Aviation Day, a touring flying circus. It is here that he first 
meets Connie, another young engineer of Chinese and Russian descent who was born in 
British Penang. Tom is intrigued by his friend’s frequent church-going because Connie will 
go “to any old church … He went to the nearest whether it was Anglican or Methodist or 
Presbyterian or Roman Catholic. He went to a synagogue one time” (Shute, Round 9). 
After four years, the air circus is disbanded and Connie and Tom, still not old enough 
to take their “ground engineer’s ticket” (Shute, Round 11), go their separate ways. Connie 
joins his mother and sister in California and Tom takes an apprenticeship with Airservice Ltd. 
He spends the next ten years working and qualifying as a ground engineer and pilot. Tom 
remains a civilian throughout the Second World War, “repairing crashed aircraft” (Shute, 
Round 11). In 1943, shortly before heading to Egypt on a two-year posting to Airservice Ltd’s 
branch in Egypt, Tom marries Beryl, a clerk at Morden aerodrome. While Tom is away, Beryl 
has an affair with a Polish soldier and falls pregnant. She asks Tom for a divorce, but before 
he consents, her lover leaves her and Beryl commits suicide the night before Tom arrives 
home after the war. Though he never intentionally hurt her, Tom believes he contributed to 
Beryl’s distress: “You can be absolutely right all through. And what you'll get for it is a 
memory of happiness that might have been, if you had acted a bit kinder” (Shute, Round 29).  
On his return from Egypt, Tom is offered a promotion at Airservice Ltd but thinks: “I 
couldn’t go back to work there. I’d be off my rocker in a fortnight” (Shute, Round 31). He 
does not want to be surrounded by memories of what he chucked away when he married 
Beryl and went off to Egypt, leaving her alone (Shute, Round 29). The situation prompts Tom 
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to start his own business. He uses the money he saved whilst in Egypt to buy a second-hand 
Fox-Moth aeroplane and heads to the Persian Gulf. His time in the Middle East had lead him 
to believe that “a chap with a little aeroplane for charter, that could land on any decent bit of 
desert, might do all right for himself” (Shute Round 35). 
Tom has plenty of work from the moment he arrives in Bahrein. He describes his early 
days in The Persian Gulf as: 
full of industry—new oilfields being laid out, wells being sunk, pipelines being laid, 
new docks and harbours being built all over the place … The country is full of 
engineers to whom time is money, and there are always people wanting to get about in 
a hurry. The country is mostly sand desert, good for landing a small aeroplane when 
you have learned the different look of hard and soft sand from the air, and I was right 
up to the neck in work from the day I got there. Most of the oil companies had their 
own aircraft, but there was plenty of work left over for me. (Shute, Round 41) 
As Julian Smith explains, “Round the Bend starts out as a thrilling romance of business” (90). 
Tom’s charter company flourishes and he works hard to meet the oil industry’s growing 
demand for transport across the region. Tom soon realizes that he will need to expand his 
business and buy a larger aircraft as there is ever more “machinery to be taken out to places in 
the desert [and] drilling machinery to be fetched in for reconditioning” (Shute, Round 43). 
Tom hires two Sikh pilots in quick succession and flies further and further afield for the 
international oil industry. On a flight to Batavia for the Arabian-Sumatran Oil Company he 
runs into his old friend Connie Shak Lin. 
In the thirteen years since their last meeting, Connie was in North America and then 
spent four years working as a ground engineer for Siamese Airways whilst he learnt about 
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Buddhism. He tells Tom, “I wanted to hear people talk about the Buddhist faith who really 
knew something” (Shute, Round 72). In the four months prior to their accidental meeting in 
Batavia, Connie was maintaining aircraft for Dwight Shafter, an American gunrunner who 
operated out of Damrey Phong, an isolated village “in territory held by the Viet-Minh forces 
in rebellion against the French” (Shute, Round 73).  
Connie is in Batavia because his boss has been caught smuggling arms to Indonesian 
Republicans and is about to be tried and sentenced by the Dutch authorities. Tom is surprised 
to find his spiritual friend working for a mercenary. Connie explains that when he first started 
working for Dwight, he told him: “I take no part in wars. I would not fly with you to any 
foreign country to deliver any load” (Shute, Round 76). However, as Tom reflects, “At that 
time there was considerable sympathy in South East Asia for the Indonesians in their struggle 
against the Dutch” (Shute, Round 73). Connie appears to identify with the causes of those 
trying to rid themselves of colonial oppressors. Lammers suggests, he does this “more on the 
basis of a spiritual affinity for their ancient, traditional wisdom than one of political alignment 
with the revolutionary nationalist-cum-socialist movements currently trying to catapault [sic] 
them into modernity” (130). Round the Bend condemns neither the Viet Minh nor Indonesian 
Republicans; rather it suggests that many support their legitimate call for independence.  
Dwight owns a large airfreight plane that will be of no use to him in prison. He agrees 
to lease it to Tom at a very reasonable rate. Connie accepts a position in Tom’s firm and they 
fly back to Bahrein where Dwight’s aircraft is a valuable addition to Tom’s fleet.  
In Bahrein, Connie turns his interest in different religions to Islam. As in Damrey 
Phong, Connie talks about faith to the men on the base. This makes the British military 
authorities uncomfortable; they believe Connie is “clean round the bend” and joke “that if you 
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want religion you can go and listen to the Imam in the mosque or you can go and listen to old 
Harpic1 in the Hangar” (Shute, Round 103).  
Connie is Tom’s chief engineer and as he guides the men in their work, he uses local 
religious teachings to promote skilled performance. He reminds his colleagues that they “are 
men of understanding and of education, on whom is laid responsibility that men may travel in 
these aeroplanes as safely as if they were sitting by the well in the cool of the evening” 
(Shute, Round 107). As Tom’s business continues to expand, shipping passengers and 
equipment as far afield as Australia, so does Connie’s following amongst ground engineers. 
In Damrey Phong, Connie used Buddha’s teachings to encourage good engineering practices 
and in Bahrein, he uses the Koran to support his arguments. Tom and Gujar, his first pilot, are 
intrigued by Connie’s religious practices: 
“What is he, Gujar?” I asked. “Is he a Moslem?” 
He smiled. “He is not a Moslem. When I met him first I thought he was a Buddhist, at 
Damrey Phong. Now I don't know what he is.” 
… 
“Perhaps,” said my chief pilot presently, “he is just an ordinary man like you and I, 
who has the power to make men see the advantage of turning to God.” (Shute, Round 
111) 
Many contemporary critics were “unsympathetic or embarrassed” (Smith 94) by Shute’s 
novel. Anthony Powell said of Connie:  
                                                
1 Harpic is brand of drain cleaner, the slogan for which was “Harpic—clean round he bend.” 
In “Flight Log,” Shute recalls hearing of an eccentric officer who was nicknamed Harpic 
(112) because of the double meaning of “clean round the bend.”  
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Shak Lin preaches to the employees of the aerodrome to such effect that his fame 
spreads through the neighbourhood, and eventually far afield to distant parts of Asia; 
but apart from somewhat vague injunctions that aeronautical work should be properly 
done … the power exerted by his teaching is not very successfully conveyed to the 
reader. 
However, maybe Shute did not set out to define Connie’s teachings beyond their huge impact 
on an extremely important new field. As Smith says, “he keeps his prophet mysterious and 
avoids dogmatic quicksand” (92). Connie’s sister, Nadezna, describes his philosophy as: “a 
way of life that brings men to worship through their work, who wouldn’t worship in the old-
fashioned way” (Shute, Round 221). Dwight Shafter summarizes the essence of Shak Lin’s 
teachings as “men worked better if they prayed” (89).  
According to Lammers: 
In the world of Shute's imagination the capacity to do work up to exacting 
professional standards ramifies naturally into authority and responsibility … 
Competence has, therefore, a doubly desirable potency: it both brings personal 
happiness on its own account and it generates in others the kind of respectful interest 
that can eventuate in new relationships of fulfillment.” (127) 
Round the Bend suggests the universal proficiency of skilled workers will allow those from 
the former colonial and colonized nations to interact with each other on an equal footing. In 
the early days of global air transport, Shute advocates the importance of standardized 
maintenance levels. He was keenly aware of the risks involved in air travel and the prime 
importance of achieving uniform quality of engineering services for the increasing number of 
planes crisscrossing the skies. He knew many of those who died in the fatal R101 airship 
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disaster of 1930 and in his autobiography suggested this crash may have been the result of a 
team “making hurried and incompetent technical decisions and excluding people from their 
conferences who may have helped them” (Shute, Slide Rule 118). To Shute it is paramount 
that fatal human errors be avoided in the future.   
The novel suggests that if international enterprises are to succeed they cannot impose 
their own commercial philosophy; they must consider the cultures in which they operate. As it 
expands and exports new technologies and processes the airline industry must understand 
those who they are hoping will be involved in the business. They must avoid an exercise in 
blind expansion or commercial colonization that would mirror the mistakes of empire.  
One incident in the novel points to the great dangers of dogmatic imperial attitudes. 
Bahrein was a British protectorate until 1971 and the British authorities in the novel are 
suspicious of the religious content of Connie’s work at the hangar. Without understanding his 
teachings, they decide not to “tolerate a British subject who gains influence in this country by 
starting a new sect” (Shute, Round 212). It is Connie’s forced departure that latter leads to the 
stoning of a British Liaison Officer in the souk. However, this officer does not appear to 
realize that sending Connie away triggered his attack. As Nadezna says: “It was a bit pathetic. 
He didn’t know what he’d done wrong to make people so angry” (Shute, Round 245). These 
old-fashioned attitudes are seen as a handicap to successful cross-cultural relations. They are 
very different to Connie’s approach to new environments. Connie’s success in training multi-
cultural workforces comes from his genuine interest in the people and their culture. He blends 
the work that has to be done with a realistic appreciation of the environment in which it will 
be done. 
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Connie himself is an extraordinary mix of cultures. His father was Chinese and his 
mother Russian. He was born in British Penang and, after his father’s death, Connie moved 
first to England with his mother and sister, and later to California. His cultural origins blend 
the more overtly spiritual nature of the East with an understanding of Western technologies 
and industrial practices. Connie’s interest in, and knowledge of, other religions enables him to 
convey his message about the importance of diligent aircraft maintenance in a context 
familiar to his audience. Connie says of himself: 
All I ever wanted to be was an absolutely first-class ground engineer, the best in the 
world. And because the best teacher is the chap who’s only one jump ahead of the 
pupil, I thought I could teach others to be first-class chaps. But the truth of it is, you 
can’t do any job really well unless you’re really good yourself. The perfect job 
demands a perfect man, and you can’t separate the two. I didn’t understand that when 
I started. It wasn’t until I came out to the East and learned something about religious 
ideas here that I began to cotton on to what it was all about. (Shute Round 364) 
Shute does not attempt to accurately articulate the spiritual or “didactic points at great length 
in his novel, but the central idea is clear enough: for the post-imperial societies to survive 
with dignity they must integrate into a re-awakened spiritual awareness of human brotherhood 
an attitude to work and to material things which will not leave them on permanently inferior 
terms vis-a-vis the West” (Lammers 131). As one young Burmese engineer says of Connie: 
“he has the power to make men of any religion bring that religion to their daily work upon the 
aircraft, and the results are very good” (Shute, Round 123). Connie believes in an inherent 
spiritual core common to all men. By addressing people with a deep understanding of their 
religion and values he is able to connect with people of many different backgrounds and 
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convey the importance of a diligent and accurate approach to aircraft maintenance. 
Round the Bend illustrates the advantages of working with a competent international 
team. Tom’s business benefits hugely from training and hiring local staff. He is keenly aware 
that his local pilots and staff are a valuable asset all the way from Bahrein to Timor; they 
smooth the way politically for the free passage of his aircraft and make it possible for him to 
quote low prices (Shute, Round 201). Tom mentions that he pays his “Asiatic” (Shute, Round 
201) pilots and engineers less than he would European staff. However, there is no suggestion 
of exploitation. On the contrary, this difference is put down to the lower cost of living in these 
areas. Tom himself leads a very modest existence; he has a room at the RAF chummery and 
eats at the sergeants’ mess (Shute Round 40). Tom also gives enormously of himself to those 
he works with. He has the opportunity to sell his business to a large airline company and 
move back to England but doesn’t because the business is facing difficulties and he feels 
responsible for his staff. The novel illustrates the responsibilities and strong bond that develop 
between employer and employee. Tom and Connie both want excellence from the engineers 
they work with, but they too are truly invested in the business. As Connie says:  
We are two men of the same temperament … This power of the job, so much greater 
than we ourselves! When you came to Bahrein with one Fox-Moth to do a little 
charter work, you never thought that you were setting up a power that would rule your 
life, impede your marriage, dictate where and how you were to live. When a good man 
employs others he becomes a slave to the job, for the job is the guarantee for the 
security of many men. So when a man speaks candidly in the hangar of the things, the 
ethics of the work, that he believes in, he may bring others to believe in those things 
too, and to depend upon his words. Then he, too, is a slave to his own job, because if 
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he relaxes his endeavours to teach men proper ways of work and life, he may destroy 
the faith he has created in them, and so throw them back into an abyss of doubt and 
fear and degradation, lost indeed. (Shute Round 283) 
Shute’s novel imagines a way in which a global economy that relies on many different 
national workforces might best operate. He places great emphasis on employers’ 
responsibilities to their workforce and suggests that respect of local cultures and traditions 
will help them get the best out of their employees.  
The novel is scathing of prejudiced attitudes that are obstacles to the smooth conduct 
of international business. The first pilot Tom hires in Bahrein is a young Sikh called Gujar 
Singh. He had served in the Royal Indian Air Force in the Burmese war against Japan (Shute 
Round 45) and now works at a cashier at the local bank. Gujar is very interested in Tom’s 
venture and asks to be remembered if Tom ever needs a second pilot. As Tom says: “Once a 
man has had to do with aeroplanes it gets into the blood, whether he is Western or Asiatic” 
(Shute, Round 46). Tom is aware that many Westerners would not look beyond Gujar’s “great 
black beard that stuck out forward from his chin in a manner that would have frightened any 
gunman trying to hold up the bank into a fit” (Shute Round 44) and is incensed by the 
obstructive attitudes Gujar triggers in Australia:  
Australia is a white man’s country, and nobody could have presented Gujar Singh as a 
white man. I found in the first ten minutes that everyone knew that my aircraft were 
normally flown and maintained by Asiatics, and that a strike of the airline staffs, 
control officers, and ground engineers throughout Australia was threatened if my 
aeroplane was handled by the customs or allowed to fly into Australia at all. (Shute, 
Round 199) 
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The novel portrays these prejudices as “bloody nonsense” (Shute Round 200) that puts Tom’s 
business at risk and slows things down for his clients. In order to continue flying goods and 
passengers to Darwin, Tom arranges for his planes to land in Bali and he subcontracts the last 
leg of the journey to an Australian airline. Tom is very upset and embarrassed by the hostility 
shown to his friend and colleague. Gujar’s remark that “All countries are stupid in these 
things” reminds readers that damaging and racist attitudes can be found anywhere.  
The protagonists of this novel, first published in 1951, fit C.P. Snow’s 1959 
description of the type of men who would be best suited to encouraging economic 
development in Asia and Africa. Snow says: 
These men, whom we don't yet possess, need to be trained not only in scientific but in 
human terms. They could not do their job if they did not shrug off trace of 
paternalism. Plenty of Europeans, from St Francis Xavier to Schweitzer, have devoted 
their lives to Asians and Africans, nobly but paternally. These are not the Europeans 
whom Asians and Africans are going to welcome now. They want men who will muck 
in as colleagues, who will pass on what they know, do an honest technical job, and get 
out. Fortunately, this is an attitude which comes easily to scientists. They are freer 
than most people from racial feeling; their own culture is in its human relations a 
democratic one. 
Neither Tom nor Connie is paternalistic. Both inspire confidence in their colleagues because 
they treat them as equals. As Dwight Shafter says: “Asiatic engineers who worked with 
Connie became confident and responsible people” (Shute Round 109). Tom becomes friends 
with Gujar because they both have a genuine and equal interest in aeroplanes. Before he hires 
Gujar, Tom says, “Gujar Singh used to potter about with me from time to time cleaning the 
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filters and draining the sumps and checking the tyre pressures of the Fox-Moth” (Shute, 
Round 46). When Tom hires a second Sikh pilot, he also makes sure this young man can 
function autonomously:  
I used this as a training flight, in fact, and sat in the co-pilot’s seat all the way, making 
Arjan act as captain of the aircraft as well as doing all the navigation and the radio. I 
only helped him when it was physically impossible for him to be doing two jobs at the 
same time. I made him do all the formalities upon the ground—the manifests, the 
customs clearances, the immigration formalities, the flight plans—everything. He got 
on all right, of course; he had, in fact, a good many more hours’ flying experience than 
I had myself, and on more types. But one likes to be certain, and he didn’t know the 
route beyond Calcutta. 
This novel, written by an engineer, exhibits great confidence that skilled workers of all 
nationalities are capable of cooperating on international teams and participating in the 
development of a globalized economy. Like Snow, Shute believes the human aspect will be 
crucial to the success of cross-cultural workforces. Snow suggests Westerners should avoid 
paternalistic attitudes and Shute underlines the importance of respecting local values and 
cultures.  
At the end of the novel, Tom’s flashback is revealed to be one of six books about 
Connie’s life and teachings written after his death. Many of Connie’s followers believed he 
was a prophet, a messianic figure. However, Connie did not want this type of attention. He 
remained someone who believed “good work and right thinking are as one,” he did not feel 
the need for temples or priests because “each man who finds God in his daily work by 
working in a shop with other men, he is a priest for me” (Shute, Round 352).  Shute’s novel 
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proves a touching account of how men might collaborate in their work if they respect and 
learn from each other’s differences. Sadly, Round the Bend could be read as a portrait of “the 
post-colonial world that might have been” had the expansion of international business 
interests been conducted with greater understanding of the human component of global 
markets.  
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Conclusion 
 
A Town Like Alice and Round the Bend are two very different stories that touch on the 
momentous global changes that took place in the early post-war years. Both novels advocate 
egalitarian and respectful relations with emerging post-colonial societies. Though they have 
long been overlooked by academics, these novels paint detailed pictures of what Said feels is 
the unnoticed “productive traffic occurring on a day-by-day … basis amongst, states, 
societies, groups and identities” (Culture 21). In a world where: “We are all taught to venerate 
our nations and admire our traditions … to pursue their interests with toughness and in 
disregard of other societies” (Culture 21), Shute’s novels offer an antidote to the divisive 
attitudes Said describes. Both novels illustrate the enriching powers of cross-cultural 
exchanges; they embrace “the preservation of difference without, at the same time, sinking in 
to the desire to dominate” (Said, Parallels 154). They paint detailed portraits of a myriad of 
positive ways in which people of different cultural backgrounds can interact with each other 
beyond the initial economic, religious or even traumatic triggers of contact.  
This paper has attempted to explain the enduring appeal of both A Town Like Alice 
and Round the Bend. More than fifty years after Shute’s death, and along with many of his 
other novels, they continue to enjoy a degree of commercial success. As Moretti explains, 
prolonged commercial success often prompts academics to investigate and possibly validate 
readers’ enthusiasm for a work, the process he calls academic rubber-stamping (209). 
Shute’s continued success suggests that he appeals to new generations of readers. 
Vintage recently republished all of his books, even his lesser-known titles. The Internet 
provides a platform where those interested in Shute’s work can communicate with each other 
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and exchange information. His readers’ digital presence makes Shute’s popularity visible 
beyond the dry figures of book sales and library loans. There is a considerable amount of 
cross-platform interest in the author. At the end of his article, “The Techie Novels of Nevil 
Shute,” Mark Frauenfelder suggested his readers “poke around on the website of the Nevil 
Shute Norway Foundation website.” Professor Oosthuizen’s paper “Using the Works of Nevil 
Shute in Engineering Education” can be found on the N.S.N.F. website and on that of 
Ontario’s Queen’s University. The N.S.N.F’s vice president, John Anderson, is an engineer 
with over thirty years experience in industry and author of Shute’s most recent biography.  
These visible incarnations of what Franco Moretti called “a process that unfolds 
fundamentally outside the school” (209) offer a glimpse of readers’ interest and activity 
around Shute. The public nature of these exchanges allows readers a comprehensive 
perspective on a process in which they are participating, to a greater or lesser degrees. 
Articles like that of Professor Oosthuizen suggest nascent academic interest in his work. It is 
fascinating to witness what might be the preliminary stages of academic rubber-stamping. 
This paper hopes to have played a small role in generating academic interest in Shute, and 
possibly making a case for the canonization of the two novels it explored. 
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